Rule Two: Rely less on textbooks Too many history textbooks tend to be dull, boring, and bland. You cannot really eliminate the textbook entirely, but you should not make it your sole authority. Let the textbook guide the outline for the course, but teach from other sources, especially primary sources, as well. Pick the best historical sources that are a pleasure to read. For example, when you study American You should choose sources that have had the greatest impact on you. Not only will they inspire the students, but you can also teach them with passion.
Preparation is the key to making the most of these sources. Give students questions that will get them to look for important ideas and points while they read.
Rule Three: Use well-written secondary sources Secondary sources are critical for contextualizing and making sense of those rich firsthand sources. Although you may or may not assign these works, it is your job to prepare your students by giving them the background they need to fully understand the primary sources. And secondary sources provide that framework or context. Rule Four: Look at the things that matter today Stop thinking of history as battles and wars, kings and presidents and start thinking in terms of race, class, and gender. Today, these things matter very much in our lives. Sexuality and geography or location are equally important. This is how we identify ourselves. If we are going to teach tolerance, we are going to have to teach respect for different races, classes, genders, and sexualities. With older high school students, you may even be able to introduce the idea of how we construct these categories.
Rule Five: Use generous amounts of local history to teach American and World History
Some historical development may make a lot more sense to a student if he or she can see a local manifestation of it. For example, teaching the three phases of Reconstruction --Presidential, Radical, and Redemption --could really bore students if not done well. If you happen to be teaching in the South, try handing out a copy of a contract signed by a local planter and his former slaves the summer after emancipation. This exercise does several things: it demonstrates a primary source; it shows what Reconstruction meant to ordinary people--a planter and freedpersons on his plantation; and it gets the students to interact with the past. These historical figures are real flesh and blood folks right there in the county in which you teach. I guarantee students will remember Reconstruction a lot better than if they had just read about it in the textbook.
Alternatively, ask students to read local newspaper accounts of Reconstruction. What did the editor think of the changes accompanying emancipation? What impact did it have on his or her readers' everyday lives?
You can even use local history in teaching world history. Several years ago, when I taught world history in Georgia, we focused on the new consumerism in the 1920s by looking at advertising, especially by department stores. First, I provided a brief history of the department store and the ways in which these stores created the desire for their goods through newspaper ads--leading to a democratization of desire. So I assigned each student a year in the 1920s and asked them to go to the public library to look for department store ads in the local newspaper, the Albany Herald. They had to bring a photocopy of a typical ad to class; explain it; and determine what it was trying to sell and to what values it was trying to appeal (e.g., thrift, status, etc.). Sometimes you will encounter unexpected results. As we looked at the ads, we noticed those in the early 1920s seemed to target men, while the ones in the late 1920s tended to target women. So we discussed what that suggested about changes in advertising and in culture.
You can use local newspapers in a variety of ways. How did local people deal with World War II on the homefront? How did the war affect advertising? What values were important in the 1940s compared to the 1920s? You might have them locate the issue of the local paper for the day they were born--or the day their mother or father was born. What was the important news of that day? What were merchants advertising? What were the values visible in the ads?
Rule Six: Use music and film to appeal to those senses not necessarily stimulated by reading Music can touch the emotions in a unique way. Starting a discussion with a song can break the ice we so often struggle with in starting a class discussion. Help the students develop their listening skills by printing out the lyrics of the songs for them. It demonstrates how important those words are to you and it especially helps them to understand songs sung in a different dialect. Do not hesitate to play different versions of a song to illustrate how people can take a song from one context and reshape it for another purpose. A good example of that is the labor movement song, "Which Side Are You On?" which was altered to become an important song of the civil rights movement. Other civil rights songs came straight out of the black church, illustrating the link between that institution and the movement. Songs can also convey very different feelings if they are performed for an audience at a concert as opposed to be being captured on tape as part of a mass meeting.
Film, too, can be a powerful way to get your students' attention. But be careful not to use films to replace teaching. Instead, teach the film! Tell your students what to look for in the film. Stop the film at critical points and get feedback from them. Do not feel compelled to show the film in its entirety. Use the film as you would any other source. Some films you want to teach in their entirety, just as you would assign the entire brief autobiography of Frederick Douglass. You may wish to use only portions of other films just as you would have them read parts of newspapers and magazines rather than the entire issue. Remember, the film is a tool to help you better convey a deeper understanding of the historical period you are teaching.
Rule Seven: Become more computer literate Learn about the ways in which the Internet can enrich your teaching. Sign up for a listserv in your field. There are listservs for history teachers, for American history, world history, and every imaginable branch of the field. Find out the best web sites for the topics you are teaching and pass them on to your students and then discuss what they are learning on those sites. Just as you teach them how to discriminate between useful and poor historical printed sources, you must teach them to use the same discrimination with electronic sources. For years, we taught our students that just because it is printed in a book does not make it true. Now we have to make very clear that just because it is on the Internet does not make it true. What is the source of the information? Is it reliable? How can you tell? Not only will they have a better understanding of the past, but they are learning a skill they can use in other aspects of their lives.
When you make history exciting for your students, they are motivated to learn more and thus develop a deeper understanding of the meaning of the past. So start or continue incorporating Enthusiasm, Primary Sources, well-written Secondary Sources, Current Issues, Local History, Music and Film, and the New Technology into your teaching--your students will be grateful for the challenging stimuli you provide them.
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